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Flory: Marcellus L. Stearns, Florida's Last Reconstruction Governor

MARCELLUS L. STEARNS,
FLORIDA’S LAST RECONSTRUCTION GOVERNOR
by CLAUDE R. F LORY
LOVEJOY S TEARNS , Florida’s eleventh governor
and its last Republican governor, is easily remembered for
certain indisputable distinctions. He was the only speaker of the
Florida House of Representatives to preside over seven sessions of
the legislature-including extra sessions. 1 At thirty-four, he was
Florida’s youngest governor and the only native of Maine ever to
become governor of this state. Interestingly enough, he was succeeded by George F. Drew, a native of New Hampshire, who was
born only fifty miles from Stearns’ birthplace. 2
Marcellus Stearns was born at Center Lovell, Maine, April 29,
1839. 3 He came from a distinguished New England family and
was a descendant of a Revolutionary War patriot, Major Benjamin
Russell, whose portrait hangs in Faneuil Hall and who published
The Colombian Sentinel, sometimes called Boston’s first newspaper. According to members of his family, Stearns resembled in
appearance the pictures of his distinguished Revolutionary ancestor, who counted among his friends Benjamin Franklin, George
Washington, and John Hancock. 4
Stearns prepared for Watervillle College (now Colby) at
Waterville Academy. One of his instructors was the Reverend
Mr. Isaac Hamblem, who exerted great intellectual influence on
his life. 5 Stearns entered Colby in the fall of 1859. The registrar
incorrectly listed his name as Marcellus Lovewell Stearns, a
ARCELLUS

1. Allen Morris, The Florida Handbook, 1963-1964 (Tallahassee, 1963),
76.
2. Ibid., 3-27.
3. Personal interview with Mrs. Alice Stearns Dowell, niece of the
governor, and eldest member of the family still living at the Lovell
homestead, August 28, 1963. Other given names in the family
included Aretus, Rensalaer, and Granville. Mrs. Dowell told this
writer: “I have no idea where their mother got those names.”
4. Ellen W. Stearns, “Governor M. L. Stearns,” 1, original sketch cited
in Rollins College Union Catalogue of Floridiana; Sophia A. Walker,
“Notes on the Life of Governor Marcellus L. Stearns,” 5, Stearns
file, Colbiana Room, Colby College Library.
5. Charles A. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” Delta
Upsilon Quarterly, X (May 1892), 178, cited in Rollins College
Union Catalogue of Floridiana.
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mistake probably arising from confusion with his hometown of
Lovell. The Colby College Library still perpetuates this incorrect
middle name in its listings of Steams material. His enrollment
card lists his fraternity as Delta Upsilon, an affiliation and interest
which lasted throughout his life. 6
Stearns was popular with his fellow students. According to
one, he was “not brilliant but faithful;” 7 another described him
as “one of those frank, cordial, genial, open-hearted, whole-souled
fellows whom everybody likes to meet-a man of integrity always
ready for honest work.” 8 He was remembered as being “especially
proficient in the study of language and literature.” Milton was
“his favorite poet and, he could repeat page after page of ‘Paradise
Lost.’ ” 9
Steams left college in the fall of his junior year, and, on
October 7, 1861, he enlisted as a private in Company E, Twelfth
10
Maine Volunteer Infantry. At the time of regimental organization he was made orderly sergeant, and the following June he
was promoted to second lieutenant. At the conclusion of his
training he was assigned to the Department of the Gulf, and, for
a short time, he commanded the Federal schooner Hortense on
Lake Ponchartrain. 11
Stearns volunteered for a military mission against Port Hudson. He was not wounded in this engagement, but when he was
transferred to fighting in northern Virginia, he was not so fortunate. At the Battle of Winchester, when his superiors were badly
hurt, Stearns, now a first lieutenant, led his unit in a series of
charges in which he was severely wounded. Four days after the
engagement a fellow officer reported to Stearns’ father:
I write to inform you that on the 19th inst. your son was
wounded in a charge upon the enemy near this place. He
received a musket shot in the right arm, just above the elbow,
6. Ibid.
7. The Reverend C. N. Emery, mss. of address in Stearns file, Colbiana
Room, Colby College Library.
8. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” 178.
9.
Ibid.
10. Stearns, “ G o v e r n o r M . L . S t e a r n s , ” 3 ; M e r r i l l , “ T h e H o n o r a b l e
Marcellus L. Stearns,” 178. Apparently in recognition of his subsequent study of law and his achievements as speaker of the house and
governor of Florida, Stearns’ alma mater awarded him an honorary
bachelor of arts degree in 1877.
11. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” 179.
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which necessitated amputation of the arm near the shoulder.
He also received another wound in the left wrist with a
musket ball. The bone of the right arm was badly shattered,
but no bone was hit in the wrist. The charge was a most
desperate one. None more so has occurred during the present
war and our brigade was in the advance and in the very
hottest part of it. Lieutenant Stearns had his sword wrenched
from his hand by a musket ball while bravely urging his men
forward in the charge, and, a moment after its return by a
sergeant, the above-mentioned wounds were received. . . . 12
After his release from the hospital, Stearns was assigned to
the Twentieth Regiment Veterans Reserve Corps. During this
stand-by status he began the study of law in the office of Judge
Josiah H. Drummond in Portland, Maine, and continued these
activities until he was transferred to the Bureau of Refugees,
Freedmen, and Abandoned Lands in Wheeling, West Virginia. 13
Shortly afterwards, Steams was appointed director of the Freedmen’s Bureau office at Quincy, Florida. He was still officially in
service when he arrived in Florida and was not mustered out of
the military until January 1, 1868. Six months later, on June 11,
1868, he was admitted to the Florida bar at Quincy.
Marcellus Stearns threw himself energetically into the work
of the bureau. He also became very active in Florida political
circles. As a delegate to the first state-wide Republican convention
which met in Tallahassee on July 11, 1867, Stearns helped
14
In January 1868, Stearns and
organize the party in Florida.
William T. Purman, another Freedmen’s Bureau agent, were
delegates to the Florida Constitutional Convention that convened
12. Ibid.
13. Howard was head of the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands for seven years following its establishment May 12,
1865. See J. C. Stinchfield, History of the Town of Leeds (Lewiston,
Maine, 1901), 182-87. Although the present generation of the Stearns
family have no documentary evidence that General Howard’s acquaintance with Stearns was responsible for the latter’s appointment to the
Freedmen’s Bureau, their neighboring origin and common experience
make it seem possible. They were born in nearby Maine towns, Oxford
and Leeds; they attended neighboring colleges, Waterville (Colby)
and Bowdoin; each lost an arm in the war. General Howard, it
should be noted, had a special awareness of Florida because he had
served as a young officer at Fort Brooke and against the Seminoles
in the Everglades in 1856-57. See O. O. Howard, My Life and Experiences Among Our Hostile Indians (Hartford, 1907), 73-95.
14. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” 179.
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in Tallahassee. 15 A few weeks later he was elected, at the age of
twenty-nine, to the legislature from Gadsden County, 16 and was
named speaker of the House of Representatives the following year.
He held this important political office through the extra session
of the 1872 legislature. In 1869 President Grant appointed him
United States Surveyor General of Florida, and he also served
in this capacity until 1873. 17
To consolidate his offices and to administer them more efficiently, Stearns moved the surveyor general’s office from St.
Augustine to Tallahassee. This seems to have caused no protest
in St. Augustine. In fact, the editor of the St. Augustine Examiner
called “Major M. L. Stearns [sic],” a “distinguished” visitor, and
wrote: “Altho: we cannot agree with the Major upon political
matters, yet we are not so prejudiced, as not to accord to him the
praise due to his personal merits as a gentleman and as a brave
and meritorious officer, albeit his service was in the opposing
ranks. . . . We trust to see more of the Major in the future. He
has left a pleasant impression among those of our people who were
so fortunate as to make his acquaintance.” 18
Stearns was nominated lieutenant-governor at the Republican
state convention which met in Tallahassee on August 7, 1872.
According to John Wallace in his Carpetbag Rule in Florida, 19
15.

16.

17.
18.
19.

George R. Bentley, A History of the Freedmen’s Bureau (Philadelphia,
1955), 191. A letter published in the Tallahassee Florida Sentinel,
February 20, 1868, was signed by Stearns as a convention delegate.
He was seated as a delegate supporting the moderate group at the
convention after the radicals had been ousted from control. See
George R. Bentley, “The Political Activity of the Freedmen’s Bureau
in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXVIII (July 1949), 35.
Stearns was a Freedmen’s Bureau agent when he attended the legislature in 1869. His leave of absence from the bureau was approved
by Florida Assistant Bureau Commissioner John T. Sprague. See
Sprague’s special orders number 40, June 7, 1868, in Records of the
Bureau of Refugees Freedmen and Abandoned Lands: Florida,
Special Orders and Circulars (National Archives, War Records Division), 297.
Ibid., 80.
St. Augustine Examiner, July 24, 1869.
John Wallace, a former slave from North Carolina and a Union Army
veteran, was a member of the Florida legislature and had been employed by William D. Bloxham, later governor of Florida, as a teacher
for Negro children on his Leon County plantation. Wallace’s book,
Carpetbag Rule in Florida, was published by a Jacksonville printer
in 1888. The extent of Bloxham’s authorship of the volume is unknown. Allan Nevins in his introduction to the facsimile reproduction of the book (Gainesville, 1964), xxiv, says: “At times we are
tempted to see Bloxham holding the pen, or at least strongly directing
it.”
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Stearns, after a great deal of uproar and turmoil in the convention,
won the gubernatorial nomination, but when he saw how this
was threatening the unity of the Republican Party, he withdrew.
Ossian B. Hart, a Jacksonville attorney and a Republican Party
moderate, was then declared the nominee for governor, and
Stearns, eulogized by many as a party martyr, was nominated for
lieutenant-governor. 20 John Wallace claims, without documentation to substantiate his charge, that Stearns and his “ring” friends
had planned from the outset to force Mart to campaign beyond
his frail physical strength “for the express purpose of incapacitating him for the exercise of his official authority if elected.” 21
An analysis of the relationship of Marcellus Stearns and John
Wallace is both pertinent and revealing. Wallace cites many
villains in Florida’s Reconstruction decade, but for him none is so
evil as Stearns. Present-day historians discount the reliability of
Wallace’s history of the Reconstruction period at many points;
there certainly seems little doubt but that his record of Stearns is
premeditated personal disparagement rather than unbiased history. 22 The ground-work of this obvious malice must have lain in
a complete personality clash between Stearns and Wallace. Stearns
in pursuing his own political ambitions made use of William U.
Saunders, 23 Frederick Hill, 24 Josiah T. Walls, 25 and other Negro
20. John Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in Florida (Jacksonville, 1888), 215.
See also William Watson Davis, The Civil War and Reconstruction in
Florida (New York, 1913), 638-39.
21. Ibid., 225.
22. Caroline Mays Bevard, A History of Florida from the Treaty of 1763
to Our Own Times, 2 vols. (DeLand, 1924) devotes several pages to
the Stearns’ decade in Florida politics. The footnotes cite Wallace as
supporting or sole authority for the statements made-with no hint
that he was not an objective, dependable witness. William Watson
Davis, although occasionally skeptical of Wallace’s testimony, notes
Bloxham’s admission that he “aided Wallace in the compilation of
his work (The Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida, 625fn).
However, Davis never offers an observation on the unfairness of
judging Stearns by what Wallace says. Allan Nevins in his introduction to Carpetbag Rule in Florida leaves the Stearns portrait without a
single editorial note on Wallace’s prejudice against the Reconstruction
governor.
23. Saunders was a Negro who arrived in Florida in 1867 from Maryland. He helped organize Urban Leagues among Negroes and was
instrumental in the establishment of the radical wing of the Florida
Republican Party.
24. Hill was a Negro who represented Gadsden County in the 1868
constitutional convention. Wallace in Carpetbag Rule in Florida, 105,
refers to him as one of “Stearns’ submissive tools.”
25. Walls, a Negro, was born in Virginia and operated a truck farm
before he became active in Florida politics after the Civil War. He
served as state senator from 1869-1872, and as congressman from
Florida from 1871-1876.
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politicians. Could it be that Wallace badly wanted to be the member of his race next to the throne, and, rejected from the desired
preferment, became a dark-skinned Iago bent upon the destruction
of his general? It seems probable that he, thinking himself to be
the best of the “Publicans,” was bitter at Stearns for using Hill
and Saunders instead of himself in controlling the freedmen’s
votes in Leon and Gadsden counties. Stearns had never revealed
any real enthusiasm for Negroes in public office. W. W. Hicks,
campaigning for Stearns, told a rally in Quincy that the Negro
freedman was not yet ready to hold political office and that too
many had already been appointed. 26 In the fall of 1876, at the
height of Stearns' political power, there was only one Negro,
“Bishop” Pearce, on the Republican state ticket and he was only
a presidential elector. 27
Wallace described Stearns as “the most rotten piece of gubernatorial timber that was ever placed at the helm of government,” 28
and insisted that “there was no crime so great, no act so low but
that he was capable of committing it.” 29 Stearns was accused by
Wallace of selling freedmen’s provisions at Quincy for his per30
and of trying to “get possession” of the Jacksonsonal profit,
ville, Pensacola, & Mobile Railroad, “the earnings of which were
to be exclusively used, as far as possible to force his election to
31
Stearns was allegedly determined to
the United States Senate.”
“sail in the great ship of state to the verdant fields of plunder.” 32
The charges that Stearns stole thousands of dollars from his
fellow citizens and tried to steal millions through the railroad
promotion during the Reconstruction era in Florida can be neither
documented nor substantiated by available financial data and
26.
27.
28.
29.
30.

31.
32.

Tallahassee Weekly Floridian, April 11, 1876, quoted in Jarrel H.
Shofner, “The Presidential Election of 1876 in Florida” (unpublished
Master’s thesis, Florida State University, 1961), 91.
Shofner, “The Presidential Election of 1876 in Florida,” 91. Charles
H. Pearce was a Negro Methodist who represented Leon County in
the state senate.
Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in Florida, 290.
Ibid., 325.
Ibid., 41, 336. “Stearns was publicly charged” by C. H. Pearce and
the Reverend W. G. Stewart, another Negro preacher-politician,
“with the wholesale disposition of pork and flour, and evidence was
produced to convict him of receiving and attempting to force collection of a mortgage for $750 received in payment for provisions;
but the officers of the Federal Court refused to entertain the case.”
Ibid., 226.
Ibid., 181.
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statistics. Stearns’ family was middle class, neither rich nor poor.
After the Civil War he was never without a dependable source of
income: his salary from the Freedmen’s Bureau, his earnings as
an attorney, his salary as surveyor-general of Florida, as lieutenantgovernor, and as governor, and later his income as United States
commissioner in Arkansas and as a representative of the Department of the Interior in Florida. In 1887 Stearns moved to
Atlantic, Iowa, to become president of the Atlantic National Bank
and there he continued his law practice. 33 If we credit Stearns
with having earned a reasonably good living through these years
of employment, what then was his financial status at the end of
his life? In his will, made December 20, 1890, less than a year
before his death, he bequeathed $12,000 to his wife Ellen, $2,000
to his mother, $100 to each of his four brothers, Timothy, Eckley, Rensalaer, and Granville, and $250 to his nephew. The
remainder of the estate, if any, would go to his wife. 34 Even by
the standards of 1892, this was not a large sum of money, certainly not the financial record of a man who supposedly had
filched thousands of dollars through fraud and political graft.
There is no hint anywhere that Stearns ever indulged in speculation or unwise investments, nor is there any indication of concealed assets. Stearns or his estate is listed as grantor of ten deeds
on file in the Gadsden County courthouse. Most of these cover
small plots of unimproved property in or near Quincy. The only
property of significant value was the Stearns home in Quincy
that was sold for $5,000. 35 This financial record indicates that
allegations of large-scale graft on Stearns’ part during the time
that he held political power in Florida or afterwards have no
foundation in fact.
After the Florida legislative session of 1874, Governor Hart,
whose health had been precarious ever since the election campaign of 1872, went north in search of medical aid. LieutenantGovernor Stearns capably assumed the governor’s duties during
33. Stearns, “Governor M. L. Stearns,” 4-6.
34. See copy of Marcellus L. Stearns’ will in Gadsden County courthouse, Quincy, Florida, Deed Book K, 192. The will stipulates that
if the total amount of the bequests is not realized then the brothers
and nephew are to share proportionally according to the amounts
stated for each. The will was admitted to probate at Palatine, Montgomery County, New York, March 21, 1892.
35. Stearns apparently purchased this property early in 1868. See Stearns,
“Governor M. L. Stearns,” 4, and Gadsden County Deed Book M, 58.
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the three months that Hart was out of the state. Hart died at his
Jacksonville farm on March 18, 1874, and Stearns, under the
provisions of the state convention, became acting governor. 36
Realizing that education was the key to Florida’s freedmen
becoming useful citizens, Governor Stearns was a moving spirit
in the establishment of Lincoln Academy in Tallahassee. Housed
in a structure costing $4,375, it contained desks for 220 pupils
ranging in age from eight to twenty-one years. The Tallahassee
Sentinel called the academy the finest school facility in Florida.
Participating in its dedication, Governor Stearns declared: “The
event we are here to hail and celebrate would inspire anyone who
loves his country and the cause of education to thought and
speech. The State of Florida is waking up and moving grandly
forward in the cause of education. In no state of the South I
believe, according to our means is the common school system
more highly prized or more efficiently administered. This schoolhouse is a landmark of your progress - a proof that your educational acquirements and advancement are such as to demand increased facilities. It is indeed gratifying to me that these things
have been accomplished and such progress made during the time
I have had the honor to administer the Government of our
beloved State.” 37
Perhaps the most memorable social event of Governor Stearns’
administration was his reception for Harriet Beecher Stowe in
Tallahassee in the spring of 1874. Mrs. Stowe, who was living
at Mandarin on the St. Johns River, had travelled to Tallahassee
with a group of friends, to visit her brother, the Reverend Charles
Beecher, state superintendent of agriculture and public instruction.
Tallahassee made an occasion of Mrs. Stowe’s visit. She was shown
the sights of the city, and was the guest of honor at an official
dinner and a public reception. 38
During the time that Stearns served as Florida’s chief executive, his policy seemed to be one of sectional reconciliation. Although he lost his own right arm during the Civil War, and saw
36. Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in Florida, 290; Morris, The Florida Handb o o k , 1963-1964, 78.
37. Walker, “Notes on the Life of Governor Marcellus L. Stearns,” 4.
38. Mary B. Graff, Mandarin on the St. Johns (Gainesville, 1953), 60.
A picture of this reception is in the Stearns home at Center Lovell,
Maine, and is reproduced in Allen Morris, The Florida Handbook,
1955, 192.
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his favorite brother, Timothy, almost destroyed as a prisoner at
3 9
Stearns did not reveal himself to be a
Andersonville, Georgia,
revengeful man. In his first gubernatorial message to the Florida
legislature, January 16, 1875, he asserted, “slavery and secession
are things of the past, buried beyond the possibility of resurrection . . . all the States are restored to their Constitutional relations
with the General government, and a true and lasting peace has
come.” 4 0 After his defeat in 1876, Stearns clear-sightedly recognized a practical political reconciliation between Tallahassee and
Washington that was to put a very final end to his own role in
Florida affairs. “We may,” he wrote to former United States Senator Thomas W. Osborn, “look for the warm loving embrace of
southern whites by the next administration.” 41
In 1876 Stearns ran for governor of Florida and was defeated
by the Democratic candidate, George F. Drew, in one of the most
tumultuous election campaigns in Florida’s political history. In his
“History of the Election in Florida in 1876,” Stearns charged
the Democrats with major frauds in both the 1872 and 1876
elections. 42 In 1872 he claimed that in Jackson County the
figure “1” was erased from in front of the Republican total and
placed before the Democratic total. This, according to Stearns,
meant a net swing of 2,000 votes in favor of the Democrats which
thus enabled them to elect their entire ticket by a 421 vote
majority. However, the canvassing board recounted the votes in
Jackson County and declared for the Republicans. 43
Stearns was initially very confident of victory in 1876: “On
the 8th [that is the day after the election] up to the time the in39. Personal interview with Mrs. Alice Stearns Dowell, August 28, 1963.
40. Florida Senate Journal (1875), 41.
41. Stearns to Osborn, February 21, 1877, in Hayes Papers, quoted in
Shofner, “The Presidential Election of 1876 in Florida,” 143. The
belief that many southern white conservatives-former Whigs,
Douglas Democrats, Constitutional Unionists-could be won over to
the Republican Party was held by important elements in the party.
See C. Vann Woodward, Reunion and Reaction: The Compromise of
1877 and the End of Reconstruction (Boston, 1951), 22-50.
42. Marcellus L. Stearns, “The Election of 1876 in Florida,” edited by
Edward C. Williamson, Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXII (October,
1953), 83-91. The typewritten copy of the text in the Florida
Historical Society Library, University of South Florida, is sometimes
at variance in paragraphing, punctuation, and spelling with the texts
at Rollins and Colby Colleges. The original manuscript went at
Stearns’ death to his nephew, Aretus E. Stearns of Rumford, Maine.
43. Ibid., 85.
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formation was received that the National Election would turn on
the result in Florida - about 4 p.m. the State was conceded to the
of that party for the office of GoverRepublicans-as
tulations from prominent Democrats
nor, I received m
upon my election. There was no serious doubt felt about it by
prominent men of either party. The reports of the election from
the different counties were coming in very favorable to the Republicans.”44 Then, Stearns claimed, there were political manipulations, and when the final results were announced the Florida
Democratic Party had scored a victory, their first since 1865, and
George Drew was the newly elected governor of the state. Stearns’
account of the election of 1876, which closed the Reconstruction
era for the nation, concurs in the opinion of William E. Chandler,
New Hampshire national republican committeeman, who came
to Florida at the time of the election controversy to help further
the party’s cause: “The eyes of the whole world are upon us and
it would be better to lose the election by unfair means than to have
the country think we had attained it by unfair means. . . .” 45 In
the final canvass, Stearns received 23,984 votes, and Drew,
24,179. 46
Stearns’ statements regarding his defeat are in striking contrast with the accounts of William D. Bloxham and John Wallace
which implied that Stearns had planned at first to employ a force
of arms if necessary to keep his post as governor, but that he was
frightened by the threat of militant democratic opposition. Recalling these days of tempestuous political change, Bloxham reported
that a committee of Tallahassee citizens called on Stearns: “The
Governor met us in the cabinet room and asked what he could do
for us. Colonel Gamble replied, ‘We have come sir, to put you
on notice that if a single white man is killed in Leon County on
election day, there are three hundred of us who have sworn that
your life shall pay for it.’ We retired leaving Stearns white as a
sheet.” 47
“The day before Drew was to be inaugurated,” wrote Wallace,
“Stearns saw many strange faces in Tallahassee among the whites,
44.
45.
46.
47.

Ibid., 83.
Ibid., 89.
Davis, Civil War and Reconstruction in Florida, 734.
Albert Hubbard Roberts, “Florida and Leon County in the Election
of 1876,” Tallahassee Historical Society Annual, IV (1939), 90.
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and be began to grow pale and talk weak.” On inauguration day
“between three and five hundred men, armed with repeating
rifles,” concealed themselves “in an old cotton storehouse close
by the capital [sic] - determined to see that Stearns was not
inaugurated. 48 As it happened, Drew was peacefully sworn into
office at noon, January 2, 1877.
Shortly after leaving office, Stearns was appointed by President
Hayes as United States Commissioner at Hot Springs, Arkansas. 49
The following year, on December 12, 1878, Stearns married Ellen
Austin Walker, a distant relative and the daughter of the Reverend
Horace D. Walker. The wedding took place in the home town of
the bride, Bridgewater, Massachussetts. At the conclusion of his
Arkansas commissionership, in 1880, Governor and Mrs. Stearns
made an extended tour of the Pacific states. Returning East, he
was invited by the Department of the Interior to “tour Florida and
report upon improvements which the United States Government
had in contemplation in various parts of the state.” 50 His previous
experience as surveyor-general eminently qualified him for this
assignment.
In 1886 Governor and Mrs. Stearns toured Europe. In August 1887, they moved from Quincy, Florida, to Atlantic, Iowa,
where Stearns had accepted the position of president of the Atlantic National Bank. He actively participated in the operations
of the bank and in his law practice until he was forced by serious
ill health in 1890 to relinquish his business interests. On January
4, 1890, he suffered a severe stroke which for a time completely
paralyzed his left side. Having recovered somewhat he decided to
go to Hot Springs for the baths, but while enroute he was involved
in a train wreck and his right shoulder was seriously fractured.
Afterwards, Stearns moved to Palatine Bridge, New York, where
Mrs. Stearns’ father was a minister. The final summer of Stearns’
life was spent at his childhood home at Center Lovell, Maine. 51
According to Mrs. Stearns, her husband, who had kept their home
48. Wallace, Carpetbag Rule in Florida, 343-44. The “repeating rifle”
was not adopted as equipment for the United States Army until
1892 [“Small Arms,” Encyclopedia Britannica, XX (Chicago, 1962),
808], although it could be purchased from private dealers. The repeating rifle had been used against the Indians and was a great
favorite with troops during the Civil War.
49. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” 182.
50. Ibid., 183.
51. Ibid.
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in Quincy, Florida, was “on his way south for the winter, when
he suddenly expired” at Palatine Bridge on December 8, 1891. 52
He was buried at Center Lovell, Maine, with military honors. 53
At the funeral, the Reverend William Sandbrook spoke on
the theme that “a man reveals his character by the things he
loves.” He eulogized Stearns as a man who had always “sympathized with the weak and heavy laden;” loved young people, and
“desired their physical, social and religious well-being.” 54
Governor Stearns was buried in the Congregational Church
yard at Center Lovell. The memorial inscription on the tombstone reads:
Marcellus L. Stearns
1839-1891
lst Lt. 12th Reg. Me. VI
2nd Lt. 20th Reg. VRC
US Com Hot Springs Ark
US Surv-Gen, Lieut-Gov
Governor of Florida

52. Stearns, “Governor M. L. Stearns,” 8.
53. Merrill, “The Honorable Marcellus L. Stearns,” 183.
54. William Sandbrook, “Discourse at the Funeral Services of Marcellus
L. Stearns,” 1. Mss. cited in Rollins College Union Catalogue of
Floridiana.
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